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“There is a tendency to label gender as a woman’s thing. But masculinities are spoken in relation to 
femininities. How we construct these masculinities is the issue. We need to construct them in such a 
way that no-one gets hurt, no-one gets oppressed.” 
 
Dumisani Rebombo, South African gender activist 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
1 Dumisani Rebombo, South African gender activist, quoted in Porter, A. (2013) ‘What is Constructed can be 
Transformed’: Masculinities in Post-Conflict Societies in Africa, International Peacekeeping, 20(4), pp. 486 – 
506.  
MA Thesis International Studies 
4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MA Thesis International Studies 
5 
 
Contents 
List of Abbreviations 7 
Chapter 1 | Introduction 8 
Structure of the thesis 10 
Chapter 2 | Literature Review 11 
Defining Gender 11 
Gender and International Relations Theory 12 
Feminism and Gender in International Relations 12 
Gender in Humanitarian Engagement 14 
Gender and Forced Migration 16 
Challenges to the Representation of Men 18 
Discourse as Practice 19 
Chapter 3 | Research Design 21 
Research Approach 21 
Research Puzzle 21 
Empirical Data 23 
Policy Documents and Handbooks 23 
Chapter 4 | Gendered Constructions of Vulnerability 26 
Defining Vulnerability 26 
Gendered Vulnerability 27 
The Feminisation of Vulnerability 28 
Masculine Experiences of Vulnerability 29 
Masculine Vulnerabilities 30 
Men as Protectors and Breadwinners 30 
“Non-Combatant Men Are Civilians” 31 
Young Men 32 
Concluding Remarks 32 
Chapter 5 | Men’s Challenges in Humanitarian Policy and Practice 33 
MA Thesis International Studies 
6 
 
Fulfilling the Basic Needs of Refugee Men 33 
Addressing Refugee Needs from a Rights-Based Approach 35 
Displacement as an Opportunity for Modernization 37 
Concluding Remarks 38 
Chapter 6 | Problematizing Men’s Experiences of Refugeehood in Lebanon 40 
Case Study on Lebanon 40 
Findings 41 
Meeting the Basic Needs of Refugee Men 41 
Economic Exploitation 42 
Men’s Agency and Fulfilment of Human Rights 42 
Perceived Loss of Masculinity 43 
Case Study Analysis 44 
Meeting Men’s Basic Needs 44 
Men’s (Dis)Empowerment 46 
Is modernization one step too far? 47 
Chapter 7 | Conclusion 49 
Works Cited 52 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MA Thesis International Studies 
7 
 
List of Abbreviations  
 
IASC Inter-Agency Standing Committee 
IRC International Rescue Committee 
NRC Norwegian Refugee Council 
UN United Nations  
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  
UNSC United Nations Security Council 
UNSG United Nations Security General  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MA Thesis International Studies 
8 
 
Chapter 1 | Introduction 
Since March 2011, conflict has devastated Syria uprooting 12 million people, including 5.1 million 
registered refugees (UNHCR, 2017). The influx of Syrian refugee entering neighbouring countries has 
been characterized by concerns from host communities about the threats posed by “young Syrian 
men” (Hubbard, 2015), who comprise 25.5 percent of registered Syrian refugees (UNHCR, 2017)2. 
Increasing enquiry into the experiences of refugeehood from both academia, non-governmental and 
multilateral organisations have raised concerns about the welfare of displaced men. Subsequent 
assessments, the most influential of which was published by the International Rescue Committee in 
2016, has highlighted that the basic needs of a significant proportion of men (53 percent) are not being 
fulfilled. Additionally, increasing reports of anxiety, suicide attempts and self-harm amongst men have 
identified a potential disparity in the gendered experiences of refugeehood (Dearden, 2017).  
Considerations of gender entered mainstream international policymaking and governance to an 
unprecedented degree after the adoption of the Policy on Refugee Women by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 1990. Ten years later, the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC) adopted Security Council Resolution 1325, recognizing gender equality as an important 
component of the peacebuilding agenda, essential to combatting structural violence and achieving 
sustainable peace. Gender equality has now been widely endorsed in policy published by United 
Nations (UN) actors, government agencies and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Born out of 
a universal concern for women’s subordination to men, gender equality programmes have typically 
implemented measures to ensure their special protection and assistance. However, the UNHCR’s Age, 
Gender and Diversity Mainstreaming (AGDM) policy has been influential in recognising gender 
equality as the equal enjoyment of rights, responsibilities and opportunities. This has informed the 
identification and problematization of men’s needs in policy and practice. The engagement of men 
                                                          
2 UNHCR statistics state that males comprise 51.5 percent of the Syrian refugee population, with 25.5 percent 
aged between 18-59.  
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and boys in humanitarian aid is now considered to be one of the fundamental steps towards ensuring 
access to protection and equality for all” (UNHCR, 2011, p.4).  
Gender disparities have been identified through reports and international aid agencies have tried to 
address it through gender sensitive policy. So, why is it still possible to identify unique challenges to 
men? This thesis will address the research question; do gender norms and assumptions in 
humanitarian policy cause the exclusion of refugee men? I argue that failure to understand men and 
a unique, multidimensional gender identity hinders effective implementation of gender equality 
programmes. To reach this conclusion, I have adopted a three pronged approach to examine the 
constructions, interpretations and application of gender norms and assumptions in refugee 
governance. Through examination of Foucault’s arguments on discourse and post-structural feminist 
theory, this thesis will examine the social implications of constructed gender norms. Adopting the 
‘men and masculinities’ agenda in this thesis does not serve to undermine the huge advances made 
in bringing women to the spotlight in humanitarian policy. Instead, is to promote men as the other 
half of the essential drive towards gender equality.  
The examination of gender disparities in humanitarian assistance and its social implications will 
contribute to classic feminist international relations (IR) theory. Through post-structuralist stance, the 
thesis will offer a progressive contribution to a growing feminist interest in men and masculinities. It 
will challenge the ‘hegemonic’ masculinity norms that prevail in the IR field and contribute to better 
analysis of refugee governance. In addition, this thesis has a moral purpose of understanding and 
addressing men’s access to and enjoyment of their basic human rights. By contributing to literature 
on men and masculinities, it offers new insights on the way gendered experiences of displaced men 
and refugeehood. In the best situation, the findings from this paper will positively influence the 
perceptions that lead to the implementation of certain practices in humanitarian organisations.  
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Structure of the thesis 
The following chapter (Chapter 2) will provide a critical overview of the existing research related to 
the International Relations discipline and refugee governance. In doing so, the literature review will 
identify gaps in the research and defend the research topic. Chapter 3 will introduce and justify the 
research approach. It will make introduce the research puzzle which will contribute to the overarching 
research question. This section will also summarize and justify the publications used in this thesis. 
Chapters 4 and 5 will provide independent analysis of the theory and policy associated with gender 
and refugee response. The outcomes from these two chapters will then be applied to case study 
analysis of the refugee situation in Lebanon in Chapter 6. This will conclude the analysis section and 
will provide a practical example of refugee governance in practice before reaching a conclusion in 
Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 2 | Literature Review  
Gender and displacement can be examined from a wide range of angles dependent on the disciplinary 
approach. The following section with examine gender in the context of IR theory, specifically feminist 
IR and post-structuralism. The literature review will outline some of the shortcomings in existing 
scholarship and build a validation of this thesis.  
Defining Gender  
Gender is different from biological sex. The term is used to define an individual’s state of being male 
or female. However, an individual’s gendered identity is inherently complex:  
“There is no consensus on either the nature or significance of gender identities, how they are 
produced, or whether they should be reinforced, modified, or abolished, even among 
feminists, who by no means have a monopoly on gender theory.” (Hooper, 2001, p.20) 
The specificity of the concept is challenged through contributions from numerous different disciplines. 
However, feminists argue that gender is “a set of socially constructed characteristics describing what 
men and women ought to be” (Tickener and Sjøberg, 2007, p.2007, p.196). The definition replaces the 
idea of gender differences corresponding with the innate or biological difference between men and 
women. Tickner (1992) and Zalewski (2013) argue that gender constructions are fluid over time and 
space and that cultural factors mould unique gendered identities. Similarly, Youngs advocates that 
gender identities must not be taken “as a given or necessarily natural” and must be cautious of the 
impact of assumptions on gender relations (2004, p.77). In response to the variations of feminist 
theory on gender, Hooper proposes a three dimensional approach considering gender 1) in its physical 
form, 2) as a social process, and 3) through the construction of language (2001, p.20).  The contested 
nature of gender will form the basis of this thesis, in which I will try to explain how assumptions about 
gender can have social and political consequences.  
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Gender and International Relations Theory 
International Relations (IR) theory is traditionally focused on relationships between states as opposed 
to relationships between individuals. In comparison to other social science disciplines, IR is late in 
engaging with the concept of gender, although there are inherent links throughout the discipline. 
Realism, the dominant paradigm for IR, reflects an essentialist understanding of gender in which it is 
perceived as a ‘natural’, physical characteristic (Shepard, 2010, p.6). Additionally, realism could be 
considered a “highly gendered paradigm” because it is conventionally associated to masculine 
characteristics such as power, autonomy and rationality (Youngs, 2004, p.75). Realism places emphasis 
on the security in the international system but it ignores the varied human experiences that could 
contribute to new understandings of interstate relations (Youngs, 2004, p.76). The dominance of men 
in IR and the frequent association of gender with feminism makes it hard to build substantial discourse 
because so many dismiss it as irrelevant (Enloe, 2004, p.96). However, such a narrowminded 
perspective of feminism emphasises the fundamental normative biases rooted in the foundations of 
conservative IR theory (Etten, 2014). With such major developments in across related disciplines, it is 
becoming increasingly important for IR scholars to move theory beyond its conservatism and embrace 
the dynamic realities of international affairs.  
Feminism and Gender in International Relations 
The role of feminism in IR has been to challenge the key concepts of IR theory, such as power, 
sovereignty and security, on the belief that they have long been associated with masculinity (Enloe, 
1990). Since the 1990s, feminism has concerned itself with finding a space for women in the 
international agenda, investigating the social constructions of gender and ending asymmetrical power 
relations between men and women. To achieve this, feminist IR scholars have adopted divergent 
approaches. For example, liberal feminists, such as Tickner (1992), Enloe (1990) and Elshtain (1987), 
have sought ways to empower women by eliminating the causes of female subordination through 
their work. Marxist and social feminists have argued that the capitalist drive for profit has caused 
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female oppression in the labour market  through prejudice and exploitation (Barrett, 1980 and Willis, 
1991). Finally, post-colonial and post-structuralist feminists have argued that all women have different 
experiences based on their race, class and gender, therefore, it is impossible to generalise according 
to their gender (Trinh, 1989). Despite such divergent approaches, there is consensus amongst feminist 
scholars that IR is male dominated as a consequence of “a combination of social processes and 
structures that have been created and sustained over generations” (Etten, 2014; see also Zalewski, 
1998). By embracing gender in IR, feminists argue that it is possible to overcome gender hierarchies 
and masculine bias that value men over women (Tickner, 2001, p.62).  
Post-structuralist feminist, Judith Butler (1999), recognised that IR characterises masculinities through 
strength, rationality and independence. On the other hand, femininity is represented through 
weakness, irrationality, and dependence. These binary oppositions mean that neither identity can be 
given equal value, and, therefore, one becomes dominant (Hooper, 2001). By rejecting the prevailing 
norms, poststructuralism encourages a position that does not adopt normative positions and, 
therefore, seeks to challenge “universal ideas and opposing grad theory based on the assumptions of 
underlying…truths” (Wendt and Boylan, 2008, p.509). Although poststructuralism varies over 
disciplines, it holds the same essential values of language meaning and subjectivity, critically theorizing 
discourse, knowledge, power, truth and reality (Brooks, 1997, p.51). The theory is concerned with the 
idea that identity and meaning are rooted in language and, therefore, identity is socially constructed 
and fluid and should be recognised as such. In light of this, Butler argues that “the deconstruction of 
identity is not the deconstruction of politics; rather, it establishes as political the very terms through 
which identity is articulated” (Butler, 1999, p.189).  
Throughout the history of gender in feminist international relations, scholars have tended to conflate 
the concept of gender with attempts to make women more visible within the discipline. Therefore, 
without central female subjects, Roseneil (1999, p.163) argues that post-structural feminism takes 
“the heat off patriarchy” and devitalizes feminist engagement with women’s agency. Shepard would 
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even go as far to say that the theoretical approach fails to comply with the feminist commitment to 
female liberation (Shepard, 2008, p.4). However, Romaniuk and Wasylciw (2010) contend that 
feminist scholarship has failed to recognise or examine the unique circumstances faced by men. As 
Gutmann argues, “masculinity is either ignored or considered so much the norm that a separate 
inventory is unnecessary” (1997, p.403). In order to effectively shift away from realist essentialisations 
of gender and towards an understand of contemporary international affairs, IR discourse must change 
from examining the exclusion of women towards a gendered conception (Romaniuk and Wasylciw, 
2010, p. 32). Baxter (2003, p.2) support this and suggest that this supposed “contradiction in terms” 
can be seen as a “positive contradiction” by challenging assumptions. In adopting this theory, this 
thesis will be looking beyond the traditional intentions of feminist IR, which aim to identify the 
gendered nature of society and subsequent structural inequalities.  
Gender in Humanitarian Engagement 
Humanitarian engagement is one of the many fields that has contributed to the development in IR 
gender theory. Gender conscious approaches have been used to identify and address the gendered 
experiences of war and displacement. Early scholarship on gender in humanitarian discourse was a 
critical response to the gender-blind Geneva Conventions (ICRC, 1949). The document, which 
constitutes the basis for international humanitarian law, created a gender bias that characterised the 
andro-centric 1951 Refugee Convention and supported the development of a like-minded 
humanitarian regime (Moser and Clark, 2001, p.3). International humanitarian law, therefore, largely 
ignored the needs and aspirations of women and their critical contribution to humanitarian 
programmes. However, by 1995, at the Fourth United Nations Conference on Women, pressure from 
feminist advocacy groups resulted in greater inclusivity and responsiveness to the protection of 
women. This was a significant movement for gender campaigns in national and international 
humanitarian policy. Since then, considerations for gender have entered the mainstream of 
humanitarian policymaking and governance to a considerable extent.  
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The recognition of women as a group with specific needs emerged in the 1980’s with the aim of 
promoting women’s rights and human rights, prompting the publication of the Policy on Refugee 
Women by the UNHCR (UNHCR, 1990; Edwards, 2010). The movement sought to provide protection 
to women, dependent on their unique needs, in order to address their sustained subordinate position 
through bottom-up community based projects (Grabska, 2011). Gender policies have since been 
adopted by the majority of governments, international organisations and donors. Some feminist 
scholars have argued that aid approaches have over compensated when addressing female 
subordination. In particular, there is the argument that women-centric policies have contributed the 
vulnerability of women and reinforced their marginalisation in post-conflict societies (Kneebone, 
2005; Szczepanikova, 2010). The Gender Mainstreaming adopted targeted action and human rights 
integration measures to achieve gender-equality, considering both men and women (Edwards, 2010). 
But the question still lingers; where do men fit in the gender equality paradigm? If gender equality is 
emphasises the “equal enjoyment by females and males”, then why are men unequally represented 
in programmes designed to improve access to “rights, socially valued goods, opportunities, resources 
and rewards” (IASC, 2006, p.1)? The assumed differences between the genders can result in injustice, 
especially when there is unequal access to decision-making power or when discriminatory attitudes 
or values are adopted. Therefore, engendering humanitarian approaches means much more than 
bringing women into the picture. This concern was recognised, along with other socio-economic 
statistics, and the adoption of the Age, Gender and Diversity Mainstreaming (AGDM) Policy placed 
emphasis on the inclusion of all forms of diversity (UNHCR, 2004). This marked a definitive shift away 
from ‘women’ and towards an all-encompassing ‘gender’. It recognises that all aspects of diversity 
should be addressed in humanitarian practices and promotes “the equal enjoyment of rights, 
responsibilities and opportunities of men, women, girls and boys” (UNHCR, 2004). Most recently, 
there has been a “[re]surfacing” of masculinity in the international agenda, born out of growing 
concerns over ignorance of the multifaceted identities (and related challenges) of men and boys in 
humanitarian crises (Copelon, 1995, p.197).  
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Gender and Forced Migration  
El-Bushra (2000) and Turner (2000) paved the way for the growing discourse that recognises men and 
masculinities in refugeehood. As depicted in Neumann’s video essay, the assumptions about men and 
women are fractured during displacement and gendered roles are constantly renegotiated (1999). 
Turner (2000) has placed particular emphasis on the changing social structures amongst refugee men. 
While Turner has identified positive patterns suggesting the innovation, determination and 
adaptability of young, refugee men, others have argued that refugee interventions have a lasting 
impact on men and post conflict societies (Brown, 2006; Brun, 2000).  
According to Carpenter, civilian protection discourse favours women over men due to the use of 
gender essentialisms – “associating men and women with mutually exclusive and oppositional 
attributes” (2005, p.296). She argues that the issue of civilian protection is the reproduction and 
reiteration of women and children (not adult men) as “innocent” and “vulnerable”. This proxy has 
distorted the definition of “civilian”  to include some combatants (women and child soldiers) and 
excludes some civilians (adult men) (Carpenter, 2005, p.296). Yet there are many masculine identities 
that are excluded from this civilian proxy, young men, fathers and men fleeing from forced 
conscription being some examples. Jones (2000) and Lindsey (2001), for example, have provided some 
critique on the essentialisation and, more recently, this has grown. However, there is still very little 
literature that tries to understand why such stereotypes are reinforced and unaddressed in the 
humanitarian community.  
More recently, Olivius (2014, 2016; 2016b) has published a number of theses that contribute to 
understanding the impact of the gender stereotypes in the refugee response. In particular, Olivius 
established three dominant representations of refugee men in humanitarian policy; perpetrators of 
violence, gatekeepers to gender-equality and emasculated troublemakers (2016). By representing 
men as  perpetrators of violence, humanitarian organisations reproduce the cultural and racial 
hierarchies, entertaining the “underdevelopment” and “backwardness” of refugee communities 
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(Olivius, 2016, p.60). Men are perceived as “a category of people who actively create and uphold 
gender inequalities” (Olivius, 2016, p.60) and, therefore, are also seen as “power-holders and 
decisionmakers in their families or communities” (Olivius, 2016, p.60). In this position, men enjoy the 
benefits of gender inequality and are not interested in changing it. The final representation 
problematizes the impact of displacement against men suggesting that displacement “disempower[s] 
and emasculate[s] men by preventing them from performing masculine roles as providers and 
protectors” (Olivius, 2016, p.62).  
Although the field on men and masculinities has grown, there still exists little understanding of how 
men react to, negotiate with and counter the demands imposed by changes required of them by the 
people and cultures they encounter during their migration (Donaldson and Howson, 2009, p.210). 
Hearn and Howson argue that men are typically the “primary movers” in migration and it is often their 
decision to leave that effects the lives of their families (2009, p.211). Although men are likely to suffer 
less than their female counterparts, they are more likely to be in need of support, exposed to greater 
intolerance, violence and discrimination during their journey (Donaldson and Howson, 2009, p. 210). 
Last but not least, the representation of refugee women as ‘helpless victims’ has reproduced cultural 
and racial power binaries (Macklin, 1995). There have been endless calls from international 
organisations to “address gender issues”, be “gender sensitive” or “promote gender equality” in 
humanitarian discourse, but with the on-going suffering of so many refugees globally, it is clear that 
there is a misalignment between policy and practice. This is partially a result of contradictions between 
aid agencies about what gender equality is and what it means. This misalignment of ideas between 
vital organisations suggests there needs to be better research into the socially constructed nature of 
gender and its implications in the humanitarian field.  
Gender essentialisms, therefore, have affected perceptions of vulnerability and understandings of 
masculinity. Although, previously, ideologies have privileged some kinds of masculinity, ultimately 
marginalising women, it is essential to understand the variations of the gendered identity to 
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effectively address it in war (Enloe, 1993). Miescher and Lindsey define masculinity as “a cluster of 
norms, values, and behavioural patterns expressing explicit and implicit expectations of how men 
should act and represent themselves to others” (2003, p.4). This social and cultural construction of 
masculinity does not disappear during refugeehood and, on the contrary, men, and their communities, 
carry with them well established beliefs and practices about manhood and gender relations 
(Donaldson and Howson, 2009, p.210). Engendering displacement requires us to reconstruct the idea 
of masculinity and enquire deeper into the different reactions to displacement between men and 
women. Olivius and her academic peers have highlighted the underlying problems in discourse on 
refugee men but, thus far, there is little supporting literature on the causes and subsequent effect. As 
such, men are rarely considered an individual gendered identity and scholars have argued that the 
involvement of men in aid has been in order to improve aid effectiveness, as opposed to realising 
women’s rights (Olivius, 2014, El-Bushra, 2000; Hyndman and de Alwis, 2008). 
Challenges to the Representation of Men 
It must be clearly established that this paper does not serve to undermine the great strides taken, in 
academia and the practical field, to raise the status of women in IR and humanitarian aid. It does not 
intend to undermine, over-simplify or challenge the serious, and often life-threatening, experiences 
of women during periods of conflict and displacement. However, as Carver (1996) argued, “gender is 
not a synonym for women” and, therefore, approaches to gender equality should address men and 
women equally.  Firstly, gender approaches that only consider women are inefficient. Programmes 
that aim to improve the visibility of women or address their subordination contribute to a much more 
effective gender equality movement. Yet, the social changes required to achieve a gender-balanced 
society require a change in practices, ideology and discourse, which needs co-operation with both 
men and women. This thesis contributes towards a field of literature pushing for a more holistic 
approach to gender in humanitarian aid in order to enable humanitarian organisations to improve the 
circumstances all refugee populations. Secondly, in an age when research is easy to conduct and 
information is easy to retrieve, one cannot be ignorant of the experiences of nearly fifty percent of 
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the population.  At the very least, with millions of men choosing not to fight, it is important to 
understand the choices made by those who remove themselves from the violence and the impact of 
that on their experiences of refugeehood. It is, therefore, important to understand the unintended 
consequences of gendered humanitarian programmes in order to promote equal distribution of aid 
and implementation of effective gender policy. 
Discourse as Practice 
Judith Butler said that “the deconstruction of identity is not the deconstruction of politics; rather it 
establishes as political the very terms through which identity is articulated” (1999, p.189).This is 
representative is Foucauldian theory (1972 and 1980) that considers discourse to be central to power 
relations. Foucault argues that relationships of force “bring about redistributions, realignments, 
homogenizations, serial arrangements, and convergences of the force relations” (1980, p.94). As a 
result, “major dominations are the hegemonic effects that are sustained by all these confrontations.” 
(1980, p.94). With regard to this, his predominant argument is that “power comes from below” and 
there is “no binary and all-encompassing opposition between rulers and the ruled” (1980, p.94). 
Foucault’s work can be central to understanding how discourse is more than a language but instead 
embedded in institutions, processes and behaviour within specific contexts (Olivius, 2016, p.57). 
Discourse is not, therefore, a single, abstract idea, but instead emerges from a myriad of local practices 
and rationalities.  
Foucault’s work has been used by some dominant post-structural feminists in IR to discuss the social 
construction of gender. Sylvester, for example, argues that “men and women are the stories that have 
been told about ‘men’ and ‘women’”. She applies Foucauldian theory to suggest that gender does not 
only operate at an individual level but is reiterated within practices of states, institutions, communities 
and aid agencies (1994, p.4). Equally, Shepard argues that the ways women represent themselves, and 
are represented, are a response to continually re-enacted assumptions (2013, p.3). Whereas 
constructions of femininity have been deeply examined in line with Foucauldian theory (Bartky, 1989; 
McNay, 1992; Cahill, 2000), constructions of masculinity has been neglected, particularly at an sub-
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state level. This leaves a gap to be filled within IR literature, especially in light of recent developments 
in the fight for gender equality.  
It is then also possible to use Foucauldian theory to understand the ways in which gender norms and 
assumptions are applied to a humanitarian context. For example, Keck and Sikkink suggest that global 
campaigns conducted by major institutions “construct a universal set of problems, representations, 
articulations and discourses” (1998 in Baines, 2004). These discourses can be applied in positive ways 
where ‘stories’ encourage gender differences, which can “transform gender injustice and equal 
opportunity, treatment and rights” (El-Bushra, 2000, p.4). Equally, in some instances, such ‘stories’ are 
“reinforced by institutions, perpetuating gender discrimination” (El-Bushra, 2000, p.4). Additionally, 
because the discourse and imagery on the protection of civilians is “profoundly gendered”, Carpenter 
argues that it can be “misleading and potentially counterproductive” when applied to humanitarian 
practice (Carpenter, 2005, p.327). However, despite these observations, Foucauldian ideas on 
discourse and gender have only been applied to a handful of IR publications. From this perspective, it 
becomes clear that further examination into the interpretation of gender by international 
organisations is required to fully understand the impact of gender policy within the wider gender 
equality agenda. Therefore, this thesis seeks to challenge the conventional assumptions regarding 
vulnerability and masculinity.  
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Chapter 3 | Research Design 
The principal purpose of this thesis is to analyse how, and with what consequences,  gender  norms 
and assumptions are constructed and interpreted by humanitarian organisations. In this section I will 
discuss the methodological choices in order to address this research question. 
Research Approach  
This thesis uses a three-pronged approach to address the overarching research question in order to 
provide a more comprehensive argumentation; from gender construction to the problematization of 
men’s displacement. This choice has been made following Foucault’s argument that: 
“ascending analysis of power, starting…from its infinitesimal mechanisms…and then see how 
these mechanisms of power have been – and continue to be – invested, colonized, utilized, 
involuted, transformed, displaced, extended etc., by ever more general mechanisms and by 
forms of global domination” (Foucault, 1980, p.99). 
Therefore, from Foucault’s perspective, power should only be observed from below and, therefore, 
any study of power relations and discourse needs to be examined through its myriad of 
manifestations.  
Research Puzzle 
 
The research question - do gendered constructions in humanitarian policy cause the exclusion of 
refugee men? - creates a research puzzle, which can be examined as three smaller research 
hypotheses. The aim of the thesis is to examine whether contemporary expectations and 
representations of men and masculinities have informed approaches of international organisations 
and, if so, how. The following section will introduce the research hypotheses that will be addressed in 
Chapters 4, 5 and 6.   
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Hypothesis 1: Gender-based vulnerabilities are influenced by socially constructed norms of men and 
masculinity. 
This first hypothesis will concerns itself with feminist post-structuralist theory to examine how 
assumptions of masculinity influence the interpretations of vulnerability. Vulnerability is a considered 
to be a “central organizing principle” of refugee response and, therefore, determines how and when 
individuals or groups receive assistance (Turner, 2016). By first exploring constructions of ‘vulnerable’ 
identities, one is able to explore the underlying manifestations of gender that are reiterated in 
humanitarian discourse.  
Hypothesis 2: The gendered constructions of vulnerability are reiterated in humanitarian policy and 
practice guidance material. 
In order to develop the observations made in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 will explore a number of policy 
papers and guidance notes in order to determine how ideas of men and masculinity have been 
interpreted by international organisations. A particular strength in this approach lies in the criticism 
of policies published by dominant institutions, which typically go unchallenged.  
Hypothesis 3: The implementation of such gendered policy victimizes refugee men based on their 
gender and associated social expectations. 
The final chapter uses a case study design to explore how constructions and interpretations of gender 
norms has excluded men in Lebanon. I have chosen this on the understanding that to fully 
comprehend how gender norms and assumptions influence the governance of refugees, it is 
important to examine locally specific contexts. Whereas Chapters 4 and 5 will approach gender in 
international affairs “from above” by examining policy and procedures, a case study in the final 
chapter will help examine the outcome when these structures encounter the people they are intended 
to assist.  
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There are limitations to the case study approach. In logistical terms, there are limited gender-
disaggregated statistics. The choice of which situation to study was limited to the only two publicised 
documents that recognise the vulnerability of men, the IRC’s Vulnerability Assessment of Syrian 
Refugee Men in Lebanon (2016) and the UNHCR’s 2015 Vulnerability Assessment Framework Baseline 
Survey. However, in combination with additional statistics from the UNHCR, it has been possible to 
compile adequate information in order to apply the three-pronged approach.  
Empirical Data  
Due to nature of the research approach, the empirical data will vary from chapter to chapter to provide 
a comprehensive overview of theory, policy and practice. This following section will discuss the 
selection of materials, consisting primarily of documentary sources.  
Policy Documents and Handbooks 
 
For the policy analysis in Chapter 5, I have selected four documents that represent a contemporary 
normative framework regarding refugee situations and gender. These papers are crucial in the 
construction and dissemination of knowledge about the way gender should be addressed by 
humanitarian workers on an international scale. This paper will examine the policies of both central 
UN organisations but also the international organisations beyond the UN system, which builds on 
previous research on gendered refugee policy (Olivius, 2016). This approach, however, caused some 
limitations as gendered policy from non-UN actors is not as comprehensive as UN actors’. As a result, 
publications from the UNHCR and the IASC dominate the analysis. However, although this paper 
recognises the dominant role of UN related gender policy, it aims to raise awareness of the 
involvement of independent actors in refugee governance.  
The first, and most influential, policy papers are handbooks, which have been published by 
organisations to transvers gender equality from a rhetorical commitment to practice. The UNHCR, the 
central organisation leading international action to protect displaced people, produced the Handbook 
MA Thesis International Studies 
24 
 
for the Protection of Women and Girls, in 2008 (UNHCR, 2008). The Handbook was produced with the 
intention that it would help UNHCR staff fulfil their responsibilities to protect women and girls more 
effectively. The second text is produced by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), the primary 
mechanism for inter-agency coordination for humanitarian assistance. In 2006, the organisation 
published the Gender Handbook in Humanitarian Action, subtitled Women, Girls, Boys and Men: 
Different Needs – Equal Opportunities (IASC, 2006). Again, this paper has been produced to inform the 
work of UN agency staff but also the work of international and national non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs).  
The second type of paper that will examined in this study are policy papers. Unlike handbooks, policies 
are more comprehensive and typically detail the procedures that should be taken to complete the 
process. Policy papers provide clear recommendations on how to complete the process to combat a 
specific policy issue. This paper will address two policy papers from international organisations. The 
first policy document is the Age, Gender and Diversity Policy published by the UNHCR. The paper is 
subtitled Working with People and Communities for Equality and Protection (UNHCR, 2011). Like many 
other independent organisations, the Norwegian Refugee Council have been heavily involved in the 
current refugee crisis. In response to the European refugee crisis, the IRC is operating in eight 
countries, including Greece and Serbia. Their Gender Policy document, published in 2016, ensures the 
organisation acknowledges the “impact of gender on the protection of refugees and internally 
displaced persons” (p.1). 
In all these papers, men have an “absent presence” (Shepard, 2008, p.121), are a “background 
category” (Connell, 2005, p.1806) or an “unmentioned norm” in comparison to refugee women 
(Olivius, p.58). There are, however, instances when men and masculinity are specifically addressed in 
relation to violence, gender inequality, discrimination and the pursuit of gender equality (Olivius, 
2016, p.58). Although it is important to recognise men’s absent presence from these policies, this 
paper is more concerned in addressing when they have been specifically mentioned. By doing so, it is 
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possible to shed light onto the way shifts towards men and masculinity are being embraced by the 
international community. The policies used in this paper cannot be claimed to be representative of 
the ensure humanitarian field but due to their nature, they can be expected to be influential in 
determining broad patterns of gender knowledge and practice. All the papers that have been selected 
for analysis reflect the UNHCR’s aim of achieving “equal access and enjoyment” of rights between men 
and women and for both genders to be “equally empowered” (UNHCR, 2008, p.55). However, as has 
been established, the policies do not appear to have as much focus on empowering men. The aim of 
this paper is neither to prove or disprove that humanitarian policies empower or victimise men but to 
examine to what extent these policies may contribute to either. 
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Chapter 4 | Gendered Constructions of Vulnerability  
Comprehensive examinations of the relationship between gender and vulnerability are limited and of 
those that do exist, the majority are considered in relations to disaster response. However, in order 
the frame the rest of the thesis, this first section aims to understand how gender assumptions 
influence perceptions of vulnerability. This interest is built on the understanding that vulnerability is 
a central organising principle of the refugee response and that gender equality campaigns cause 
asymmetrical distribution of aid. Firstly, I will introduce the concept of vulnerability using two 
definitions. I will then examine vulnerability as a gendered construction, typically associated with 
femininity, and its associated criticisms of essentialism. Finally, the paper will draw on the masculine 
experience of vulnerability and bring to attention some of ways in which the relationship between 
masculinity and vulnerability changes in the context of displacement. The introductory analysis will 
examine the theoretical frameworks that generate and amplify gender essentialisms in humanitarian 
response. 
Defining Vulnerability 
There are two definitions of vulnerability that are applied in the humanitarian field, situational and 
social vulnerability. Situational vulnerability can be defined as “the characteristics of an individual or 
social group and their situation that influence their capacity to anticipate, cope with, resist and In this 
context, vulnerability is socially constructed and determined by the social norms, power dynamics and 
gender relations within a given societies. These social principles maintain the recover” (Wisner et al, 
2003, p.11). It is typically applied to natural disaster response, where natural threats or challenges 
subject individuals or groups to death or bodily harm equally, irrelevant of social factors. Situational 
vulnerability is quantifiable and can be addressed systematically through the application of logistical 
procedures, yet the majority of unique social factors cannot be addressed in this way (Turner, 2016). 
This form of vulnerability and associated response adheres to the humanitarian principles, particularly 
humanity and impartiality, which state that humanitarian agencies must protect life an make no 
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distinctions according to social principles. The second definition is better applied to conflict situations 
that are deeply rooted in social phenomenon, which causes various experiences of vulnerability 
depending on social group. functioning and well-being of affected societies. Blaikie et al (2004) suggest 
that social vulnerability is not homogenous to a given social group but, instead, varies according to 
their experiences forming vulnerability bundles.  
Increasingly, aid organisations have tried to quantify vulnerability as a tool to determine the 
distribution of refugee aid. Combined with in combination with moral discourse creates an 
opportunity for actors to prioritise the social groups they consider to be most in need of protection or 
assistance (Bouchet-Saulnier, 2002, p.141). However, this quantification and application of social 
vulnerability varies between the international actors and states involved in the response due to 
variations in organisational norms and assumptions regarding social factors, such as gender. This 
results in an asymmetrical application of the vulnerability concept and, therefore, contributes to the 
exclusion of certain social groups.  
Gendered Vulnerability 
Organisational gender norms and assumptions have significantly influenced the application of 
vulnerability concept in humanitarian refugee response. In 2013, Pasquale Valentini, the UN Minister 
of Foreign Affairs, told the UN General Assembly that more attention needed to be given to “the most 
vulnerable groups, who ought to be properly protected” (UN, 2013). Defining the ‘vulnerable’ groups 
as “women, children and persons with disabilities”, Valentini implied that men are considered to be 
the least vulnerable group by humanitarian organisations (UN, 2013). However, Valentini’s words are 
likely the result of the wider gender discourse used by the UN and visible in influential UNSC 
resolutions such as Resolution 1325, which called for increased measures to protect “women and 
girls”. Enloe (1999) argues that humanitarian actors with the war conflict are influenced by discourse 
that promote the assumption that “all the women are victims, all the men are in the militias”. 
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The Feminisation of Vulnerability 
Such essentialization of vulnerabilities has led to women being typically represented as the ‘weaker’ 
sex (Carpenter, 2005, p.296). Before criticizing this representation, it is important to recognise the 
significant evidence supporting the claim that women are inevitably more vulnerable than men in 
displacement contexts. For example, Fulu states that women are more susceptible to “higher mortality 
and morbidity; increased physical and sexual abuse; reproductive health issues; more psychological 
health problems; and economic marginalization” during disaster and conflict (Fulu, 2007, p.853). 
Feminist theories of vulnerability suggest to key determinants of female vulnerability. Firstly, it is 
argued that female vulnerability is a product of unique biological difference from men. Women, for 
example, are more physically vulnerable during pregnancy. Secondly, women are considered 
vulnerable due to their lower social status and lack of autonomy (Carpenter, 2005, p.298). This is 
reflected in international humanitarian law that seeks to protect women on the basis of their physical 
condition during pregnancy, during motherhood and continuous social subordination. From these 
observations, one can confidently conclude that women “do not enjoy equal status with men in any 
society” as a result of their lack of capital, social goods and legal status (UNSG, 2002, p.2). 
Yet, this feminisation of vulnerability can be problematic, especially when women are exclusively 
recognised as more vulnerable due to their social status. For example, Oosterveld (2009) argues that 
gendered policy intended to protect women makes them more vulnerable due to its over 
generalization and paternalistic nature. Enloe is also critical and suggests that current approaches 
classify all women as members of a homogenous social group. In order to illustrate their diminished 
role in the public sphere, Enloe coined the phrase womenandchildren, which collapses the three 
dimensions of women, boys and girls into on identity. However, some scholars and elements of policy 
do recognise the diversity of female identities and their shifting responsibilities during conflict 
(Barakat and Wardell, 2002; Pueckguirbal, 2003; Bloch et al, 2000). Therefore, effort has been made 
to address the unique roles, loosely recognising women as mothers, civilians and vulnerable in 
international policy.  
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Masculine Experiences of Vulnerability 
The vulnerable female identity should not take away from the fact that “while able-bodied men, as 
adults, are among the least vulnerable group in terms of status, they become far more vulnerable to 
attack than women, children, and the elderly in certain situations” (Lindsey, 2001, p. 129). Gendered 
assumptions see men in the public-sphere with access to resources, land and jobs (Myrttinen, 2017, 
p.50). Additionally, agency and decision-making tasks are assigned primarily to men, thus rendering 
men responsible for decisions about fleeing war, thus affecting their perceived vulnerability (Enloe, 
1990). Myrttinen et al argue that the adopted terms, such as ‘strong’, ‘less vulnerable’ and ‘agents of 
change’, “demonise local masculinities as last, violent, irresponsible and culturally backward (2014, in 
Myrttinen, 2017, p.51) . Men are, therefore, perceived to fulfil an essentialised and dominant 
masculine identity, which characterizes the ‘hegemonic’ masculine identity. Tickner describes it as “a 
socially constructed cultural ideal that, while it does not correspond to the actual personality of the 
majority of men, sustains patriarchal authority and legitimizes a patriarchal political and social order” 
(1992: 6, see also Ratele, 2008).  
However, hegemonic masculinity has been deconstructed and discarded by numerous scholars who 
argue that masculinity is a social practice that can be performed in multiple forms (Ratele, 2008, 
p.516). Yet humanitarian discourse continues to favour hegemonic masculinities, resulting in 
asymmetrical implementation of gender equality programmes. What this policy  fails to acknowledge 
is the fluidity and plurality of masculine (or feminine) identities (Barker and Ricardo, 2006). Masculine 
identities in refugee camps are particularly susceptible to this fluidity because the nature of 
masculinity is dependent on different social settings (Pease and Pringle 2001) and can be informed by 
global processes (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005, p.849). The “configurations of practice that are 
accomplished in social action” that influence gendered identities are particularly active during 
displacement and, therefore, require some form of recognition from refugee response policy (Connell 
and Messerschmidt, 2005, p.851).  
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The UNHCR’s AGDM Policy (2009) has recognised variations in the experiences of vulnerability and 
identified older males or males that do not conform to heterosexual norms to be vulnerable groups. 
However, for other men, humanitarian policy and practice remains consistent with its application of 
‘hegemonic’ masculine identities (Youngs, 2004, p.85). For these men, the essentialisation of 
masculinity as a fixed entity or homogenised experience has serious consequences on the 
implementation of gender equality programmes. Therefore, gendered vulnerability needs to be 
considered in conjunction with other social identity indicators, such as age, marital status and cultural 
background (Myrttinen, 2017, p.50).  
Masculine Vulnerabilities 
Gender roles and expectations, whether referring to masculinity or femininity, are both situational 
and time-bound (Myrttinen, 2017, p.50). During displacement, masculinities are “challenged, 
problematic, variable, changing, shifting, fluid, fractured, contextualized, contested, complicated, 
plural, different, diverse, heterogeneous, self-constructing and always emerging” (Donaldson and 
Howson, 2009, p.210). Therefore, it is essential for humanitarian agencies think beyond traditional 
representations of masculinity and consider the transitions in masculinity that occur during 
displacement. The emerging feminist literature on masculine vulnerability has acknowledged this, 
and, in doing so, has identified three unique experiences faced by men that may increase their 
vulnerability during refugeehood; fatherhood, combatants and protectors.  
Men as Protectors and Breadwinners 
It has been established that agency and decision-making are stereotypically male privileges and this 
role often extends to decisions on whether a family should flee. This is a characteristic that has been 
repeated across societies such as the Democratic Republic of Congo (Kesmaecker—Wissing and Pagot, 
2015), Pakistan (Mustafa et al, 2015), Timor-Leste (Myrttinen, 2010) and evidence is emerging to 
suggest this is also the case in Syria (Khattab and Myrttinen, forthcoming). When men are not able to 
travel with their entire family, the stronger men are expected to go first. As Khattab and Myrttinen 
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discovered have discovered, men are often torn between fulfilling their protector and breadwinner 
role by fleeing or remaining to fight (forthcoming).  
However, as Dolan recognises, fulfilling gendered expectations of masculinity is particularly difficult, 
if not impossible, “in the context of on-going war, heavy militarization and internal displacement” 
(2002, p.64). Myrttinen argues that external humanitarian actors have a tendency to ‘infantilize’ men, 
by expecting them to provide for themselves. Like women, men must take on new roles during 
displacement but whereas women often receive more assistance to help them cope with their new 
responsibility, men receive nothing. However, able bodied women without dependents are still 
identified as vulnerable even though they do not fit the criteria that deem women to be vulnerable 
(O’Donnell, 2016). 
“Non-Combatant Men Are Civilians” 
Although women are more likely to die from indirect causes during periods of conflict, Ormhaug et al 
used gender disaggregated data to establish that men are more likely to die during direct involvement 
in conflict (2009, pp. 2-3). It comes, therefore, as no surprise that significant numbers of young men, 
of recruitment age, chose to flee conflict zones to avoid forced conscription to the war in Syria. 
According to humanitarian law, non-combatant men are civilians, just like women, children and the 
elderly. However, states and international actors have raised concerns about and closed borders to 
this demographic, assuming them to be, at least, willing or able to fight (Davis, 2016, p.50). 
Jones argues that “the most vulnerable and consistently targeted population group, through time and 
internationally today is non-combatant men of ‘battle age’ roughly 15 – 55 years old” (2003, p.1). 
Currently, the 1951 Convention relation to the Status of Refugees does not grant rights to refugee 
men fleeing from forced conscription (Farrag, 2009, p.6). Instead, host countries tend to place barriers 
to prevent their movement. The gendered assumptions placed on men undermine their “ability to 
define himself as a civilians by his actions or his beliefs” but, instead are bound to their very nature of 
being male (Davis, 2016, p.51).  
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Young Men  
With similar, and occasionally overlapping, characteristics to non-combatant males, young men are 
the final male demographic that will be considered. Forced migration posed moral choices to young 
men who are finding their identities “as men and as members of families, people with dreams and 
ambitions and people who have land, jobs, businesses and who love for their country” (Davis, 2016, 
p.54).  
Concluding Remarks 
In humanitarian response, gender is a key determinant in assessing an individual’s vulnerability, as 
such, men and women are prisoners within their bodies (Baines, 2004). In determining an individual’s 
agency and vulnerability, humanitarian discourse have approached vulnerability in a simplistic way, 
applying essentialized gendered identities and remaining blind to the fluidity of socially constructed 
identities. In order embrace this fluidity and achieving gender equality, humanitarian organisations 
need to address the complexity of gendered identities.  
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Chapter 5 | Men’s Challenges in Humanitarian Policy and Practice  
 
In order to address gendered challenges facing displaced men appropriately, humanitarian policy and 
practice needs to consider the practical and strategic needs of refugee men. With these in mind, the 
policy papers that guide humanitarian practices should 1) identify men as a unique gendered identity, 
independent of women and 2) address the practical and structural needs of men. To further this, policy 
should also consider the unique challenges faced by young, single men and those men with families. 
Using similar literature, Olivius was able to identify three different approaches to gender used in 
humanitarian response; the basic needs approach, the instrumentalist approach, and the 
modernization approach (2016b). This section will examine the four documents outlined above in 
order to establish to what extent they fulfil the needs of refugee men. This section will build upon 
these approaches and suggest argue that they are not conducive to achieving effective and sustainable 
solutions to the problems faced by men in refugee situations. 
Fulfilling the Basic Needs of Refugee Men 
First and foremost, all the documents recognise that the core function of humanitarian organisations 
in refugee response is ensuring that all displaced people “receive the basic necessities of life” (IASC, 
2006, p.i). The UNHCR state that “no one is spared” the mental, physical and psychosocial hardships 
of refugeehood, thus adopting the stance that men, women, boys and girls can be equally vulnerable 
during periods of displacement (2008, p.7). According to the policy documents and guidance notes, 
the organisations recognise their commitment to addressing the needs of all people “equally” (IASC, 
2006, p.1). This is reflective of the humanitarian principles of impartiality and neutrality, which argues 
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that all people, irrelevant of gender must be provided with the basic necessities3. As a result, one can 
expect to see a reflection of these values in refugee response where programmes are focussed on the 
systematic and un-biased distribution of material aid and humanitarian services. 
The unique needs of single men and male-headed households are periodically recognised in the 
documents. For example, the IASC states that male-headed households “may not have the skills to 
cook, to care for young children or to do household chores” based assumed gender roles (2006, p.5). 
Despite this observation, none of the documents provide guidance as to what steps should be taken 
to overcome this problem and ensure men and their dependents have access to food, protection and 
sanitation. The UNHCR’s AGDM policy called for targeted interventions regarding safety amongst male 
refugees after raising concerns that men are “seldom recognised as survivors [of SGBV] and mostly 
viewed as perpetrators” (2014, p. 16). Although men and boys are increasingly recognised as victims 
of SGBV, the documents failed to provide guidance for or recognition of operations that reported 
specifically on their protection. Even when male vulnerability is recognised by policy, guidance from 
the IASC prioritized women and girls suggesting that “empathy should guide all interactions with 
people of concern…allowing women, especially survivors of SGBV, to consult with female staff” (2006, 
p.34).  
When referring to men and the provision of basic assistance, the language used in the documents 
places emphasis on the ‘hegemonic’ masculine identity, representing men as “corrupt, selfish and 
unreliable” (Olivius, 2016, p.62). For example, when discussing the distribution of material aid, the 
IASC implied that distribution systems were more likely to be abused by “some male leaders and 
contributed to the silencing of women’s voices even more” (IASC, 2006, p.7). Additionally, the 
application of patriarchal household norms were reiterated in the document, stating that men 
“collected and kept custody of household entitlements” (IASC, 2006, p.33). Such representation in the 
                                                          
3 Customary international humanitarian law (IHL) states in Rule 118; “Persons deprived of their liberty must be 
provided with adequate food, water, clothing, shelter and medical attention” (ICRC, 2005). 
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guidance notes could result in two outcomes. Firstly, it implies that men are an obstacle to equal aid 
distribution and therefore must be navigated to ensure women’s needs are met. Nearly all policies 
focused their interests on improving access to food, water, shelter and security on women, suggesting 
that programmes should “compensate for the consequences of gender-based inequality such as the 
long-term deprivation of rights to education or health care” (2006, p.3). Secondly, by favouring one 
social group in the discourse, creates a victim-perpetrator binary, which could later conflate into more 
serious social impacts.   
Addressing Refugee Needs from a Rights-Based Approach   
The employment of the instrumentalist approach concerns itself with going “beyond meeting [basic] 
needs to realising human rights” and, therefore, adopts a gendered understanding of vulnerability to 
“improve the effectiveness of its humanitarian response” (IASC, 2006, p.23 and p.1). The 
instrumentalist approach is characteristic of the changing nature of humanitarian engagement and 
marks a shift from a needs-based process to a capacity-building, gender sensitive entity. This approach 
has been adopted in its entirety by all the organisations whose programmes aim to “contribute to the 
protection of and respect for the human rights of all internally displaced people and refugees” (NCR, 
2016, p.1.).  Given that all refugees have the same human rights, irrelevant of social factors, there are 
discrepancies as to how they are met. One can expect to see policies and practices that consider the 
unique situation of both men and women when realising their human rights.   
In order to empower camp residents, the instrumentalist approach adopted by the organisations place 
specific focus on utilizing women’s capacities in order to achieve humanitarian goals. Prior to 
displacement, men are typically considered to be the breadwinners, yet there is no acknowledgement 
of how to address the shifting roles and their impact on men’s agency. IASC guidance notes draw 
attention to men’s loss of “status and authority” due to the “destruction of traditional family 
structures” (2006, p.6.). The guidance reiterates the idea of male domains, such as “providing security 
to the family, bringing food to the household or engaging in economic activity” (UNHCR, 2008, p.6).  
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The UNHCR argues that women and children are more at risk “when they have no livelihood 
opportunities” and suggests the implementation of protection programmes (2008, p.308). Through 
this approach, the UNHCR is adopting homogenous masculine identity to describe men’s experiences 
of displacement.  
The IASC identifies women as “key actors in influencing the public health of the household” and are 
particularly valuable in cases of water, sanitation and hygiene (2006, p.105). Typically, this is done to 
alleviate the challenges faced by women on the assumption that giving her more agency will enable 
her to fulfil her human rights.  On the other hand, it could be argued that the participation of men in 
capacity building projects had has been largely forgotten. Instead of focusing attention on 
empowering and enabling men, the IASC has raised concerns that “men may not take women’s 
participation seriously, thus hindering the empowerment process (IASC, 2006, p.6).  Additionally, the 
IASC handbook advises that targeted actions “should not stigmatize or isolate women and girls” (2006, 
p.3). However, there is no acknowledgement of the impact that receive aid has on men and their 
masculinities.  
The NRC Gender Policy applies a more gender equal perspective aiming to involve “both internally 
displaced and refugee men and women in the planning of their assistance and protection” (2014, p.1). 
When outlining the approaches it will take, the NRC seeks to involve both male and females in the 
planning, design and monitoring of programmes. The NRC is not specific about the roles each 
demographic would take and does not assign gender assumptions. On the other hand, gendered 
conceptions of vulnerability are littered throughout both the UNHCR documents and the IASC 
guidance notes, influencing the way they chose to address involvement in camp life. On the other 
hand, the UNHCR and IASC argue that camp participation programmes need to be more inclusive of 
women due to their daily task, which prevents them from accessing “education, income generating 
activities or participation” (2008, p. 308).  
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Displacement as an Opportunity for Modernization 
Modernization approaches in the documents are possibly the most disengaged from identifying and 
responding to the needs of men. The prevailing representation of refugee communities as 
underdeveloped societies is inherently linked with the backward, patriarchal societies, reiterating 
assumptions on hegemonic masculinity. With the aim of transforming displaced communities into 
modern, democratic and liberal societies, the application of constructed identities is problematic as it 
reinforces the victim-perpetrator binary. Gender equality is considered to the imperative to protecting 
women from emergency situations and, therefore, entails a process of societal transformation. In both 
the IASC and the UNHCR handbooks, there is an emphasis on gender equality projects with 
sustainable, long-term outcomes. For example, the UNHCR handbook argues that “gender equality 
and the empowerment of women and girls are essential preconditions for development, peace, and 
security” (UNHCR, 2008, p.22). Humanitarian agencies see a “window of opportunity” that allows for 
the “teaching of new skills and values, such as peace, tolerance, conflict resolution, democracy, human 
rights and environmental conservation” (IASC, 2006, p.6).  
As part of the modernization approach, the UNHCR is particularly concerned about addressing the 
“socialised male role” (2008, p.56). In order to achieve this, the UNHCR promotes engaging with boys 
and young men early  because “our beliefs about gender roles are formed at a young age” (2008, 
p.58). In addition to this, UNHCR argues that “helping men and boys realise the advantages of gender 
equality through their own displacement experiences” will promote change (2008, p.58). Once again, 
references that imply a need to change men’s ‘dangerous’ and ‘violent’ nature to be placid and female-
friendly. However, both these approaches do not appear to relieve male individuals but, instead, assist 
in the empowerment girls and women, which “cannot be achieved without the active participation of 
men” (UNHCR, 2008, p.55). Instead of addressing the needs of men, the UNHCR places more emphasis 
on undoing the processes that create and reiterate socially constructed norms of a ‘hegemonic’ 
masculinity without exploring masculinity in its alternative forms. However, despite the UNHCR’s 
consistency in applying women centric approaches, it does consider “women and women’s and girls’ 
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lack of understanding of the strategic importance of male engagement” as a challenge to equal 
involvement (UNHCR, 2008, p.57) This suggests that where masculinity is consistently represented as 
problematic, there is some acknowledgement that women may also present limitations to gender 
equality.  
The provision of security from SGBV is also a matter of concern in the modernisation approach. 
Despite growing evidence that men are also victims of SGBV, the IASC and UNCHR argue that 
responses must “focus on the role of both women and men…[to] end violence and work towards 
gender equality” (IASC, 2006, quoted in UNHCR, 2008, p.57). Both organisations argue that GBV is a  
the manifestation of power inequalities and place more emphasis on undoing the norms of masculinity 
over reducing the risk to men. The focus on only one concern, GBV, as opposed to the vast field of 
vulnerabilities faced by men suggests a narrow understanding of masculinities. The view of men as 
perpetrators of SGBV is legitimate but the policy papers think beyond this ‘role’ and show evidence of 
recognizing situations where men are at risk.  
In many cases, men are considered a hindrance to women’s empowerment. For example, the IASC 
claims that ”in some instances male family members may want to assert control” (2006, p.7). This 
representation of men reiterates ideas and applies gendered assumptions about gender roles. 
Observations from all documents suggest that there is a culture of the gender assumptions (NRC, 
2014, p.1) and miscommunications regarding the intention of gender equality programmes (UNHCR, 
2008, p.55). The IASC suggests that “understanding the nuances of masculinity in the contexts of each 
situation and gaining the support of men for involvement by women and youth in traditionally male 
activities will be crucial to the success and sustainability of the humanitarian response.” (IASC, 2006, 
p.6). 
Concluding Remarks 
From an analysis of the policy papers and guidance documents, it is possible to conclude that men are 
typically overlooked in refugee governance. The current approaches appear to be unaware of the 
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“subtle and unintended gendered effects of policies and programmes” (Olivius, 2016b, p.8). Despite 
this, gendered assumptions of agency and vulnerability have been applied as a means of 
categorization to determine the distribution of material goods and services. Additionally, capacity 
building programmes typically address women’s needs, despite a universal acceptance that men and 
women are uniquely affected by conflict and displacement.  
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Chapter 6 | Problematizing Men’s Experiences of Refugeehood in 
Lebanon 
Case Study on Lebanon  
Lebanon has been severely affected by the Syrian refugee crisis. It has accepted over one million Syrian 
refugees since the outbreak of the conflict in 20114 , a sixth of its total population (UNHCR, 2017). 
After six years, the influx of refugees has put significant pressure on the country’s security, economy 
and society and the situation of Syrian refugees is seriously deteriorating (Girard, 2016, p.11). A cycle 
of poverty, compounded by the depletion of resources and a national economic slowdown, has left 
refugees living off an average of $4 a day (Girard, 2016, p.11). The initial short-term humanitarian 
operation has become a medium-term operation with greater complications in the structure and 
management of operations. The Lebanese government prevented the development of any official 
camps for refugees, therefore, the majority of refugees in Lebanon are living in makeshift camps or 
derelict buildings.  
The most recent estimations state that 47.5% of refugees are men and 52.5% of refugees are female 
(UNHCR, 2017). Adult males, aged between 18 and 59 make up 18.3% of registered refugees in 
Lebanon (UNHCR, 2017). Gender-based categorisation is particularly evident in Lebanon’s refugee 
response, making it a good case study for this thesis. Such categorization is likely because the approach 
makes coping with the influx of refugees more manageable. However, by favouring the vulnerability 
of women and children, organisations reinforce the misperception that men are not vulnerable, 
therefore, causing an asymmetrical distribution of aid.  
                                                          
4 In May 2016, the UNHCR Lebanon suspended registration of new refugees. Therefore, Syrians waiting to be 
registered are no longer included in UNHCR data.  
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Findings 
By examining a range of sources, I have been able to identify four key areas in which men’s 
vulnerability is not being met by the humanitarian response; basic needs, isolation, exploitation and 
sexual violence. The challenges are particularly evident in the cases of single refugee men. Below, I 
have outlined my findings.  
Meeting the Basic Needs of Refugee Men 
In 2016, the UNHCR spent over $285 million on meeting the basic needs of refugees in Lebanon 
(UNHCR, 2017). This money was spent on delivering essential services such healthcare, education and 
shelter. According to El-Masri et al, men often “felt ashamed to ask for help, and so collecting aid 
items and coupons has become a women’s responsibility” (2013, p.24). Yet, according to the IRC’s 
Vulnerability Assessment, fewer than one in ten single refugee men had received some form of 
assistance in one month before the survey was conducted (IRC, 2016). Where assistance was received, 
74 percent of individuals considered it to be ‘somewhat useful’ or less (2016). This is a significant 
problem for the refugee response because a large proportion of the refugee population, over 40 
percent of refugee men, are not receiving adequate assistance.  
One important observation from the IRC report indicates that 53 percent of participants, 
predominantly single men, were not registered with UNHCR meaning they cannot receive aid (2016, 
p.5). What is particularly concerning is that 30 percent of men believe their single status makes them 
“automatically ineligible for aid”, while a further eight percent believe that they “will not get aid” (IRC, 
2016, p.5). It is possible this has contributed to more complications for refugee men, preventing access 
to non-material basic needs, such as shelter. One in ten (11 percent) of the men surveyed by the IRC 
were unable to final a safe place sleep on the thirty days prior to the survey, 81 percent of this group 
found this occurred on multiple occasions (2016, p.8).  
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Economic Exploitation  
In El-Masri et al’s study, most male respondents indicated that they had supported their family 
through employment and had, therefore, tried to maintain this role during displacement (2013, p.21). 
However, while refugee men are more likely to find employment in Lebanon than any other refugee 
demographic, they are often exposed to violence in the workplace. Eighteen percent of male reported 
being exploited in some way, typically resulting in financial loss (IRC, 2016, p.8).  
“…my brother found work…and at the end of the month, they paid him half of the salary and 
at other times, he wouldn’t get paid at all” (Interview response quoted in El-Masri et al, 2013, 
p.23). 
According to Human Rights Watch (HRW), this abuse has been exemplified since the implementation 
of new residency regulations in January 2015, which requires[[ refugees to have sponsorship to obtain 
work (HRW, 2016)5. Such regulations have caused fewer refugees to register with Lebanese 
authorities, making them invisible to UNHCR’s governance system, thus increasing their vulnerability 
to abuse and exploitation. 
Men’s Agency and Fulfilment of Human Rights  
The IRC report found that refugee men often felt out of control of their own situation, which was 
determined by their host community. Men are often disproportionately and aggressively targeted by 
Lebanese authorities and are often subject to “frequent…raids, arrests and checkpoints” (IRC, 2006, 
p.6). Additionally, the IRC also reported that men are at higher risk of “social cohesion aggression” 
from members of the host community (2016, p.14). Consequently,  88 percent of single refugee men 
reported limiting their movements in order to protect themselves from threats posed by members of 
the Lebanese host community. The IRC survey found that two out of three respondents had 
                                                          
5 New refugees are required to have a Lebanese sponsor when obtaining a residency permit. Those refugees 
who are renewing their permit are required to pay a $200 fee placing additional financial pressure on already 
impoverished refugee households.  
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experienced threats to their personal safety, 37 percent of whom perceived the threats to be constant 
or frequent (IRC, 2016). The IRC suggested that this prevented men from reporting or seeking 
assistance for wider human rights abuses. 
With threats on their doorstep, many refugee men find it hard to leave their accommodation with the 
IRC reported that 34 percent of men never or rarely had the chance to talk about their feelings (IRC, 
2016). El-Masri et al quote a male refugee who describes the mental strain of living as a refugee: 
“There is tension and there is fatigue. When a person moves to another country, there are a 
lot of things that are missed, sleeping and rest and everything. If you are not mentally 
comfortable, you are not happy.” (Interview response quoted in El-Masri et al, 2013, p.21) 
While the situation is not unique to Lebanon, it is important to recognise that social isolation and 
tension prevents men acting as agents of their own social wellbeing. This mental fatigue and anxiety 
can often manifest into more serious forms of mental illness or negative expressions of masculinity.  
Perceived Loss of Masculinity 
Nearly 60 percent of the men surveyed in the IRC report said they felt like less of a man with almost 
half of men surveyed said displacement had affected their perception of their own masculinity ‘very 
much’ (48 percent) (IRC, 2016, p.15). For these men, refugeehood is likely to exacerbate their sense 
of perceived failure of being unable to protect themselves, their families and their communities back 
home. The study by El-Masri et al on the changing gender roles among refugees in Lebanon found that 
having no regular source of income was a major problem for many male respondents, particularly 
those with dependants. Because so many men are unable to conform to traditional definitions of 
masculinity and fulfil their role as protectors and providers, they feel useless: 
“I am not beneficial, even my wife she can give, she gives her power for the house like cooking, 
cleaning but I…I do nothing. I just make demands.” (Interview response quoted in El-Masri et 
al, 2013, p.14). 
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In their analysis of shifting gender roles amongst refugees in Lebanon, El-Masri et at suggest that men 
lose their traditional roles of protector and provider quoting; “we are not getting decent work to keep 
our daughters and wives in appropriate decent clothing” (Interview response quoted in El-Masri et al, 
2013, p.21). Additionally, El-Masri et al observed that men’s guilt caused fleeing from Syria had further 
consequences on their sense of masculinity (2013, p.15). In particular, men felt torn between 
providing for their families in Lebanon and those family members who remained in Syria.  
“When Syrian men go to Lebanon, they feel like they are not helping the Syrian people and they let 
them down.” (Interview response quoted in El-Masri et al, 2013, p.15)  
 Such a perceived loss of masculinity and disempowerment results in lower self-esteem amongst 
men, which has psychological ramifications. This was observed to have occasionally resulted in “a 
negative expression of masculinity”, such as men abusing their power within the household (El-
Masri, 2013, p.15). 
Case Study Analysis 
Meeting Men’s Basic Needs  
The exclusion of men in humanitarian policy and practice is evident from the case study. Even though 
humanitarian organisations recognise their role in fulfilling the basic needs of all individuals, the 
evidence suggests that many male refugees struggle to access basic assistance. Firstly, the 
humanitarian approach to basic needs generally exclude men by focusing on addressing the needs of 
women. This is most likely the result of gender assumptions on vulnerability and agency, suggesting 
that refugee men are stronger and more versatile than refugee women, thus able to sustain 
themselves. Although an asymmetrical focus on women’s issues makes women more visible in 
humanitarian programmes, it consequently side-lines the experiences of male refugees and limiting 
their access to services . This observation is supported by evidence that men feel they cannot access 
aid because they are male and/ or single. Favouring one social group in policy creates a victim-
perpetrator binary, which is reiterated in practice, and undermines the experiences of non-violent, 
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civilian men. This has consequences in refugee response but in wider applications of humanitarian 
policy because it fails to fulfil the humanitarian principles of neutrality and impartiality.   
However, the IRC report (2016) provided substantial evidence to suggest that some male 
demographics are more disadvantaged than others and gender categorizations are amplified by 
diversity between ages and marital status. As an older man travelling as a family group, men often 
have more access to material aid because of the women and children in their households. In Lebanon, 
they are also more likely to be registered with the UNHCR and, therefore, visible to government and 
humanitarian organizations. Although men do face their own unique problems, to be addressed later 
in this chapter, as a member of a household they are not as vulnerable to missing out on basic 
assistance. Hence, they are not directly addressed within humanitarian policy. Young, single men, 
however, are significantly more vulnerable because they are not travelling with people who have 
access to more aid. They are often unable to establish themselves as parts of supportive groups and 
are often fending for themselves for the first time. Despite the implementation of the AGDM policy, 
there is a need to better recognise other diversity elements that affect an individual’s vulnerability.   
Finally, interpretations of vulnerability within refugee response are too narrow, especially when 
applied to men. Although Syrian men’s employability in Lebanon puts them in an advantageous 
position, humanitarian policy does not consider the impact of their refugee status. As a refugee in the 
work place, men often face the risk of exploitation and physical abuse, a unique threat that results 
from their unique circumstances. In some cases, this is not a result of gender assumptions, as both 
men and women can be subject to economic exploitation, but because employment is considered a 
preferential economic situation by humanitarian organisations, employed men are often unable to 
access aid. This suggests that a man’s agency exposes him to new vulnerabilities. While most policies 
are applicable in refugee camps, the situation in Lebanon suggests that men are typically more 
vulnerable outside of camps.  It is, therefore, essential that humanitarian organisations apply a 
broader understanding of vulnerability in order to include men.  
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Men’s (Dis)Empowerment  
As Olivius (2016, p. 60) identified, men are typically considered to be in a privileged position in refugee 
camps, particularly because they are typically considered less economically vulnerable. However, the 
case study findings have suggested how men’s vulnerability is multidimensional. Primarily, access to 
basic goods and services is essential but so too is an individual’s ability to function within a society. By 
failing to address this, the case study suggests that humanitarian organisations can leave men 
economically and socially disempowered.  
The analysis of the policy documents suggests that humanitarian approaches to achieving gender 
equality is typically women-centric. Enabling women to fulfil their traditional roles as mothers, home-
makers and carers within the refugee environment is essential to ensure the stability and safety of 
refugee communities. However, the asymmetrical attention given to women has left men “bored and 
frustrated, without opportunity to fulfil expected roles” (Olivius, 2016, p.62). This was evident in the 
case study and, as was observed, men are equally subjected to the “tension” and “fatigue” associate 
with displacement. However, the policy documents appear to have adopted a stance that uses men 
as an asset to women’s empowerment (Olivius, 2016). This approach failed to see them as unique 
gendered identities, also in need of empowerment and engagement.  
External conditions, beyond the control of aid organisations, as play a significant role in influencing 
the agency and vulnerability of men. Aside from research documenting the boredom experienced 
amongst males within camps (Olivius, 2016; Jaji, 2009; Turner, 2000), the report suggests that 
disempowerment is a deeper social problem. For example, problems with social cohesion and 
Lebanese authorities are not a result of humanitarian policy directly but the failure to provide safe 
spaces for men suggests humanitarian agencies are not responding to needs adequately. This is 
particularly essential for refugee men in Lebanon who are more exposed to and dependant on host 
communities because there are no legal refugee camps.  
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For single men, disempowerment is also a very real struggle but manifests in different ways, often 
placing them at threat of physical abuse and mental illness. However, the policy and guidance notes 
failed to address this demographic when considering their unique needs as refugees, even the AGDM 
policy. Gendered ideas of vulnerability and masculinity are likely to be a cause of this and men are 
expected to adhere to violent norms, as illustrated above. However, organisations also try to “pre-
emptively quash” these violent norms but rendering them powerless (Freedman et al, 2017, page 
unknown). 
Is modernization one step too far? 
The modernization approaches adopted by humanitarian organisations to achieve sustainable gender 
equality could be contributing to this perceived loss of masculinity. In societies where adulthood is 
conceptualized on the basis of marital status and parenthood, men may feel their masculinity is 
threatened because they cannot provide for their families (Jaji, 2009, p.183). Turner highlights the 
observation that “women find UNHCR a better husband”, illustrating lost status and authority within 
their family and wider society (2000, p.8). This is exacerbated by gender ignorant policies that fail to 
take into consideration the accepted role of men within home communities. Changing the norms of 
refugee societies is undermines the masculinities of men and, therefore, is likely to accentuate social 
problems. This problem is the result of poor humanitarian policy that excludes the experiences of men 
in order to empower women. An important criticism  of this method comes from Connell who suggests 
that men are unlikely to welcome the change in power structures, especially at a time when their own 
responsibilities are at stake (2005, p.1814). 
Modernization approaches to refugee response are particularly damaging to young refugee men and 
boys. At this stage in their lives, Turner argues that young men are in search of their social identity 
and place in society (1999). In addition to the psychological, social and physical stresses incurred by 
conflict, displaced young men are faced with unfamiliar, complex and fluid social structures. Unlike 
their home communities, refugee camps are complex spaces with various levels of influence from 
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international, regional and local organisations, each with their own mandates and approaches to 
tackling gender-inequality in camps. The changes negatively affect young men who depend on existing 
social structures for understanding their male identity (Turner, 1999). Young men who have lost male 
role models during conflict are faced with adjusting to their new social structures alone. Failure to 
recognise young men as a unique masculine identity invites men to be violent.  
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Chapter 7 | Conclusion  
This thesis has addressed the research question, do gendered constructions in humanitarian policy 
cause the exclusion of refugee men. To address the question, I have adopted a three-pronged 
approach, from construction to application, in order to challenge the mechanisms of power that 
influence the refugee response. On completion of this comprehensive analysis, it is possible to 
conclude that gendered constructions of vulnerability applied to humanitarian policy has, to some 
extent excluded refugee men.  
By first analysing post-structural feminist IR theory and the construction of gender norms, this thesis 
was able to conclude that the concept of vulnerability had been ‘feminised’. This means that women 
are typically considered ‘vulnerable’ and ‘weak’, whereas men are assumed to be ‘not vulnerable’ and 
‘dangerous’. Because this is a long-established representation of men and women, the humanitarian 
community has largely failed to challenge it. However, further examination indicated that men, and 
masculinities, has been essentialized (Jones, 2006). This essentialization in humanitarian discourse 
applied ‘hegemonic’ characteristics to men, and failed to represent ‘subordinate’ masculinities (Dolan, 
2003). I identified these ‘subordinate’ masculinities to be masculinities of fatherhood, youth and 
militarized masculinities and contended that these masculinities affected their experiences of 
vulnerability, which are particularly fluid during displacement. Therefore, the application of 
hegemonic masculine characteristics makes men “prisoners within their own bodies” because their 
experiences of vulnerability are neither understood nor addressed by governing bodies (Baines, 2004).  
The second approach used discourse analysis to examine the representations of men within 
humanitarian policy and guidance documents. By examining the documents according to three 
approaches, needs-based, rights-based and modernization, it was possible to identify that gender 
assumptions were evident in humanitarian policy. Although men were recognised most significantly 
in the UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls (2008), the document was absent of 
effective solutions that would alleviate their problems. In particular, there was limited recognition of 
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men as youth, fathers or non-combatants, contributing to the argument that humanitarian policy 
excludes men based on gender assumptions. In addition, humanitarian policy showed no awareness 
of men’s changing responsibilities or the fluidity of masculinity in displacement. The final chapter used 
a case study approach and applied the findings of Chapters 4 and 5 to the situation in Lebanon. After 
assessing the findings, drawn from reports published by the IRC and Oxfam, it was possible to identify 
how the conceptions of masculinity and vulnerability, which were applied to humanitarian policy, 
were reiterated in humanitarian practice.  
However, there is not enough primary evidence to prove that gender norms in humanitarian discourse 
was the sole reason for their exclusion. While men’s sense of masculinity may be affected by aid 
distribution, it may stop them from seeking help altogether. Additionally, this thesis does not use 
primary data, such as interviews with aid worker who use the documents. This could offer an in-depth 
analysis of the interpretations of gender equality and policy documents from the methods of 
implementation, as opposed to an assessment of the outcomes. In terms of contributing to wider IR 
theory, this research could be made more credible primary research.  
However, this thesis has highlighted some recommendations for humanitarian practice and IR theory. 
Firstly, humanitarian organisations need to expand their definition of vulnerability, especially when 
applying it to gendered groups. Although aid agencies appear to be increasingly aware of the unique 
experiences faced by refugee men, there is a lack of acknowledgement of the fluidity of gendered 
identities and how it affects an individual’s vulnerability or agency. This will be an essential step in 
order to prevent the exclusion of men and achieve sustainable gender equality. Secondly, if 
humanitarian organisations wish to continue implementing approaches to realise human rights and 
gender equality, then there needs to be more emphasis on gender rather than women. This will 
prevent further asymmetrical distributions of aid and affect the application of gender in wider IR 
theory.  
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It has not been the purpose of this article to criticise the work of organisations responding to the 
refugee crisis, and I do not advocate for a shift in a realignment of organisational values and practices. 
Most importantly, I do not intend to undermine the progress made in empowering women in 
humanitarian aid. This thesis merely identifies some of the unintended consequences of gendered 
policy which results from unchallenged constructions of gender.  
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